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Interchange between General Sessions Judge and Chancellor by Private Act

QUESTION

May a private act constitutionally authorize a general sessions judge to interchange with a
chancellor?

OPINION

Absent arationa basisfor suspending the general law with regard to interchangein the particular
county, such an act would violate Article X1, Section 8 of the Tennessee Congtitution. Accordingly, a
private act proposing to grant such interchange authority in aparticular county should articulatethe reasons
why such authority isnecessary or convenient to the operation of thejudicia system in the affected county.

ANALYSIS

Thisopinion addresses the constitutionality of a proposed private act that would authorize the
Generd Sessions Judge of Haywood County tointerchangewith the Chancellor onrequest. Under generd
datutes, each satetria court judge hasthe duty to interchange with other statetrial court judges under four
gpecific circumstances. Tenn. Code Ann. § 17-2-202. Section 17-2-209 authorizesacircuit court judge
or chancellor to designate agenerd sessionsjudgeto Sit by interchangein uncontested and irreconcilable
divorce cases. Itisnot clear whether this statute applies only in counties with a population of more than
700,000, orindl counties. Generd statutesa so authorizejudges of courtsof generd sessonsand juvenile
courtsto interchange with each other whenever causesexist making an interchange necessary or for mutual
convenience. Tenn. Code Ann. 8 17-2-208. But thegenera lawsdo not authorize statetria court judges
to interchange with generd sessionsjudges, nor do they alow genera sessionsjudgesto interchange with
tria judges outside of uncontested and irreconcilable divorce cases under Tenn. Code Ann. 8§ 17-2-2009.
Article X1, Section 8 of the Tennessee Constitution providesin part:

The Legidature shall have no power to suspend any generd law
for the benefit of any particular individua, nor to passany law for
the benefit of individua sincong stent with the general lawsof the
land; nor to passany law grantingto any individua or individuals,
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rights, privileges, immunitie, [immunities] or exemptionsother than
such asmay be, by the samelaw extended to any member of the
community, who may beableto bring himsdf withinthe provisons
of such law.

Thisprovision, Articlel, Section 8 of the Tennessee Congtitution, and the Fourteenth Amendment to the
United States Constitution all guaranteeto citizensequal protection of thelaws, and the samerulesare
gpplied under them asto the validity of classficationsmadein legidative enactments. Brown v. Campbel |
County Board of Education, 915 S.W.2d 407, 412 (Tenn. 1995), cert. denied, 116 S.Ct. 1852 (1996).
In order to trigger application of Article X1, Section 8, astatute must contravene some genera law with
mandatory statewide application. Riggsv. Burson, 941 SW.2d 44, 78 (Tenn. 1997), reh'g denied,
(1997), cert. denied, 118 S.Ct. 444 (1997). Ordinarily, unlessaclassification involves a suspect classor
interfereswith afundamental right, it will be upheld under an equd protection andysisif thereisarationa
bassfor the classification. Under rationa basis scrutiny, astatutory classification will be upheld if “some
reasonable basis can befound for the classfication . . . or if any state of facts may reasonably be conceived
to justify it.” Riggs v. Burson, 941 SW.2d at 53, quoting Tennessee Small School Systems v.
McWherter, 851 SW.2d 139, 153 (Tenn. 1993).

It can be argued that thereisno mandatory law of genera applicability regarding the authority of
agenera sessonsjudgeto interchange with achancellor. Tenn. Code Ann. 8§ 16-15-501, describing the
generd jurisdiction of general sessions judges, contains the following provision:

This chapter [Chapter 15 of Title 16] shall not diminish the powers,
jurisdiction, or provisions governing the operation of any court of generd
sessions created by privateact. Itistheintent of the general assembly that
each court of general sessions of this state has all the powers and
jurisdiction granted by the public acts and applicable private acts.

Tenn. Code Ann. § 16-15-501(c)(2)(emphasisadded). But general law governing statetrial court judges,
including chancellors, does not permit them to interchange with general sessionsjudges. Moreover, the
genera laws governing interchange appear in Title 17, not in Title 16, Chapter 15. The private act
submitted with the request statesthat “[t]he Generd Sessions Court of Haywood County, Tennessee, shdll
have authority to interchange with the Chancellor upon request.” We think a court would conclude that
thisact necessarily affectsthe authority of the chancellor to alow the generd sessonsjudgeto interchange.
General law regarding the authority of state chancellors contains no such provision. For thisreason, we
think the proposed private act contravenes genera law governingjudicial interchange. Absent arational
basis for suspending the law in Haywood County, the law would violate Article X1, Section 8 of the
Tennessee Condtitution. Any proposed private act to authorize genera sessionsjudgesto interchangewith
chancdlorsinaparticular county should, therefore, articul atethe reason or reasonswhy such interchange
authority is necessary or
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convenient to the operation of the judicial system in the particular county affected.
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